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Abstract
This paper argues that the primary advantage of the case study, its ability to reveal insight
into ‘real-life’ contemporary phenomena (the here and now) set against critical incidents,
happenings or events over time (cause and effect), could be undermined by a lack of
methodological rigor and sound empiricism in design research. Often the ‘one off’ is
reported as a ‘case’ without the critical insight or analytical discourse necessary to derive
sound theory from practice.
A systematic audit of design case studies in four of the leading design research journals has
been undertaken along with a detailed analysis of the type, subject and field of research
identified within the leading journal Design Studies since 1979.
In summary, over 223 design case studies were identified, which represents approximately
8.5% of the total number of articles published (2651). The findings suggest there are
significant variations in both subject coverage and theoretical issues covered. In addition,
multiple descriptions and interpretations of the term ‘case study’ were evident and the
majority of these studies offered a limited explanation or description of the case study
method being employed. This raises issues of the generalisability of findings and indeed the
process of generating theory to inform teaching and practice. In many instances, the old
journalistic adage ‘never let the facts get in the way of a good story’ seems appropriate.
Keywords: case study research, methodology, design practice
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INTRODUCTION
Previous conference proceedings for recent biennial Design Research Society
conferences suggest that case studies are increasingly being used to illustrate,
demonstrate and provide evidence for issues in design research. The method has been
employed across many areas including new product development, product innovation,
design behaviour, risk evaluation, and supply chain management (see for example:
Bussracumpakorn, 2002; Horne-Martin, et al. 2002; Cooper, et al. 2002).
Case studies are often used to investigate phenomena in ‘real-life’ situations, where we
want to understand factors surrounding the design process. Yin (1993) defines case
study as being appropriate when contemporary phenomena is to be investigated in their
real life context; when the boundaries of the phenomena and the context are blurred; and
multiple sources of evidence are used. Chetty (1996) argues that its main strength is its
ability to measure and record behaviour and that multiple sources of data can be brought
together to gain as full an insight as possible.
‘These include documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observation,
participant-observation and physical artefacts.’
(Chetty, 1996, p.74)
Yet, case study has been seen as being ‘soft’ due to the difficulty of making
generalisations from a site-specific context and the common journalistic style of reporting
a single ‘case’ as being typical of a wider phenomena (Yin, 1993). This can be further
complicated in multiple case study research when a massive amount of data is generated
with limited structure to make sense of it. This has sometimes led exponents such as Yin
to perceive its value as being under-appreciated:
‘Most people use it as a method of last resort, and even they use it with uneasiness and
uncertainty. Despite the availability of key works on how to do case study research’
(Yin, 1993, p.40)
Another problem is that case study method is a broad term and encompasses many
approaches. It is a hybrid, even though it inevitably errs on the side of qualitative
research, due to the need to understand ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions. Langrish (1993)
rightly points out that these perspectives originate from a different ‘world view’ with the
‘physics’ approach on the one hand, which looks for underlying principles, and the
‘biological’ approach on the other, which glorifies diversity.
‘there are two different traditions in research and that they can be labelled the physics
approach and the biological approach. Case studies are in the latter domain and are
therefore not understood by people whose world view belongs to the physics domain.’
(Langrish, p.357)
Both Breslin and Buchannan (2008) as well as Langrish (ibid) highlight the important
relationship and role of case studies for teaching alongside the construction of theory
through research.
Case studies have a rich history for exploring the space between the world of theory and
the experience of practice. It is one thing to have an idea and another thing to make that
idea concrete and real. Designers, by the nature of what they do, must become skilled at
moving between those two places. But recognizing and understanding the transition from
the one place to the other, and back again, is difficult. Case studies are a useful tool for
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research and teaching that focus on the transition between theory and practice. The
format has been widely used in other disciplines, and it can be used effectively in design.
(Breslin and Buchannan, p.36)

This also brings into focus the more practical problem of creating a detailed and
transparent process of interpretation and analysis to ensure the relationship between
evidence, concept development and theory remains valid and rigorous.
However, nearly 20 years after Langrish’s first clarification on the subject and a more
recent call by Breslin and Buchannan for ‘fourth-order design’ (ibid, p.40) to extend theory
and the study of practice through case studies, there still remains a significant gap in our
knowledge of just what case study material is out there. This paper addresses this issue
and will evaluate the types of case study cited in leading design research journals.

METHODOLOGY
This study seeks to identify and analyse the use of case study method in leading design
research journals. We were particularly interested in the way case studies had been
utilised to derive theory, propose constructs and/or principles in an empirical sense. This
would involve reading papers to fully appreciate the methodology employed and to
eradicate any common misunderstanding concerning use of the terms ‘case/s’ and
‘study/ies’ by any open and non-corroborated online search.
Firstly, leading design research journals were identified. Mindful of the emerging nature of
the field of design research since the 1960s, we were aware of the need to understand
the range and profile of contributions within the field. Cross (2006) suggests that design
research ‘came of age’ in the 1980s following the founding of the first journal for design
research in 1979 ‘Design Studies’.
The number of journals has continued to grow in subsequent years and Sugiyama (2003)
recognised the relationship between a growing number of doctoral programs in design
and a growing design research community. In 2008, Friedman (et al, 2008) identified 173
journal titles representing the diversity of publications and routes to dissemination in the
field. A brief history of design research related journals is provided below:

JOURNAL

FOCUS

AUDIENCE

LAUNCHED

Design Studies

All aspects of design activity
and experience

Researchers,
educators and
professionals

1979

Design Issues

Cultural and intellectual
issues including design
history, theory, and criticism

Practitioners and
scholars

1984

Journal of
Design History

Design history, including the
history of the crafts and
applied arts, as well as visual
and material culture

Researchers and
scholars

1988

Research in
Engineering
Design

Design theory and
methodology in mechanical,
civil, chemical, electrical,
architectural, and

Practitioners,
government and
academia

1989
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manufacturing engineering

Design
Management
Review

Design strategy, methods,
and leadership

Practitioners,
educators and
scholars

1989

The Design
Journal

Design in cultural and
commercial contexts

Practitioners,
managers,
educators and
scholars

1998

The Journal of
Design
Research

Design theories, models and
products, including
engineering, architecture,
industrial design and
planning

Practitioners and
academics

2001

CoDesign

Collaborative, co-operative,
concurrent, human-centred,
participatory, socio-technical
and community design

Researchers and
practitioners

2005

Artifact

Design theory, interaction
design, aesthetic theory,
design knowledge

Scholars,
researchers, and
practitioners

2006 (now
ceased)

Design
Research
Quarterly

News on design research,
research skills, research
teaching and training, and
interdisciplinary issues

Scholars,
researchers, and
practitioners

2006 (currently
suspended)

International
Journal of
Design

All fields of design, including
industrial design, visual
communication design,
interface design, animation
and game design,
architectural design and
urban design

Researchers and
practitioners

2006

Table 1. Design Journal Publications by Year

Ideally, this study would seek to provide a comprehensive analysis of all these
publications but this was not practical for this contribution. Therefore the survey of
academics undertaken by Swinburne University and RMIT to rank journals is a useful
starting point to prioritise publications and whilst the ‘ranking’ of journals is contested, it
does provide a useful starting point in the absence of comprehensive citation indices.
This suggests the four leading journals are:
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The Journals by Rank Order

Cited

Design Studies

152

Design Issues

146

International Journal of Design

85

Design Journal

84

Table 2. Data originally cited in Friedman et al (2008, Annex A)

It was decided to undertake a preliminary search using the qualifier ‘case study’ to
determine articles for further evaluation within this group of publications. Each of the
papers was then read to eradicate any erroneous classification. The definition of a case
study cited by Yin (1993) and Chetty (1996) was used to inform this process:

Indicators

Evidence

Phenomena is investigated in a ‘real-life’
context

Background material is provided

The boundaries of the phenomena and the
context are blurred

The ‘case’ is specified and described (e.g.
project, person, product)

Multiple sources of evidence are used to
explore and understand outcomes to gain
as full an insight as possible

Such as documentation, archival records,
interviews, direct observation, participantobservation and physical artefacts

Table 3. Criteria to define a ‘case study’ drawn from Yin (1993) and Chetty
(1996)
This yielded the following results:

Total number of
articles
searched

‘Case study’
qualifier

Total (meeting
definition)

Percentage

1,726 (since
1979)

133

121

7%

Design Issues

539

75

48

9%

The Design Journal

307 (since
1997)

Design Studies

International Journal of
Design

9.5%
34

29
31.5%

79 (since 2007)

25

25

Table 4. Preliminary Search Results
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In total 44 papers were removed at this stage. The reasons included:
Citing findings from previous studies based on case studies in literature reviews
The words ‘case’ and ‘study’ being used independently for differing purposes
Reference to ‘case study’ in the keywords which was did not meet the definition above
As Design Studies has the longest publication history it contains the largest volume of
case studies, greater than the other three combined. Design Issues originally published
just two editions a year which accounts for the smaller total but interestingly the
International Journal of Design appears to have quickly established a global reputation
since 2007, with the largest proportion of case studies per total number of articles, more
than three times as many case studies per volume as the others. This is partly due to its
accessibility and format – it is an open access online journal, and has a dedicated
‘Design Case Studies’ section in each edition.

ANALYSIS
Case study method has many variations and indeed opposing viewpoints. This is
exemplified by the debate surrounding the promotion of the exploratory/intrinsic case or
classic case, as referred to by Dyer and Wilkins (1991), and the multiple case study
approach proposed by Eisenhardt (1989).
'the essence of case study research is the careful study of a single case that leads
researchers to see new theoretical relationships and to question old ones.'
(Dyer and Wilkins, 1991, p.614)
Whilst Dyer and Wilkins believe in the deep understanding of a single rich ‘story’, Yin
(1993) supports the view that case study research can be used to test hypotheses in a
deductive manner by deriving a sample of cases that are ‘explanatory’ in nature. On the
other hand, Eisenhardt (1989) sees the method as being more appropriate to build theory
in an inductive manner. However, both Yin and Eisenhardt agree that the method is
capable of developing generalisations through strict adherence to a methodological
framework – ‘case studies, like experiments, are generalisable to theoretical propositions’
(Yin, 1984, p.21).
To develop an appropriate categorisation of the cited case studies it was important to
determine features to explicate some of the common forms of the method. The table
below was used to guide the evaluation of each article.

Type

Description

Methodological
Approach

Ontological/
Epistemological
Implications

References

Exploratory /
Intrinsic /
Classic Case

Used where there
are signs of limited
knowledge

Develop theory and
then test where
possible

Subjective

Yin, R.
(1993)

To ‘explore the
territory’

In depth using
range of methods
and observation
over time

‘What, ‘how’, ‘where’,
‘when’ research
questions
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Empathy essential

Can be ethnographic
– transformative and
empowering or part
of multiple case
approach
Largely inductive and
qualitative

Stake,R.
(1994)
Dyer, G. and
Wilkins, A.
(1991)

Affective Responses toward Personalized Blog Interfaces Design

To gain a better
‘deep’ understanding

to building trust with
respondents

Illustrates a
particular trait

Can illustrate existing
argument or
predisposition –
constructivist /
ideologist

Explore abstract
concept or
phenomena ‘the one
off’
‘How’ or ‘why’
research questions
Explanatory /
Instrumental

Test cause and
effect relationship
Insight into an issue
or refinement of a
theory

Used to test theory

Hypotheses testing

Large range of
research methods

Errs toward
deductive
Can lead to theory
building

Case chosen as part
of larger research
interest
Collective/
Multiple Case

Instrumental study in
multiple
Cases chosen due to
theoretical
representation of
phenomena,
population or general
condition

Yin, R.
(1993)
Stake, R.
(1994)

Objective
Realist
As above and;
Allows cross-case
comparison
Usually between 4
to 10 cases in
practice

More post positivist
than
phenomenological
Objective

Stake, R.
(1994) and
Eisenhardt,
K. (1989)

Realist

Develop theory
Methodological
‘framework’
essential
Can be inductive or
deductive
Likely to lead to
theory building and
generalisations

Common /
Features

Focused on site
specific instance/s –
‘real life’
Ability to understand
complex interaction
of phenomena in
play – ‘How’ and
‘why’ questions

Multiple sources of
evidence are used
Boundaries
between
phenomenon and
context appear
blurred

Nearly all ontological
/ epistemological
positions are
possible

Table 5. Different approaches to case study research
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However, whilst Dyer and Wilkins’ (1991) ‘classic case’ may appear similar to the
exploratory and intrinsic approach in practice, the authors do not concur with Yin (1994)
and Eisenhardt’s (1989) stance on using multiple case studies – either
exploratory/intrinsic or explanatory/instrumental – to build theory. They align themselves
more with critical ethnography, whereby a case study is closely understood by regular
observation of the ‘particularity and singularity of a single site’ (Stake, 1994). Here, the
1
researchers adopt a phenomenological approach to understand and gain empathy with
the social group in order to transform and empower – from unconsciousness to
consciousness – to make greater sense of the world which they inhabit (Guba, 1990). Yin
(ibid) and Eisenhardt’s (ibid) approach is, therefore, far more pragmatic, allowing flexibility
to combine qualitative and quantitative techniques, often spanning paradigms in order
that research objectives can be met.
‘Although some believe that these philosophical beliefs are irreconcilable, the counter
argument can still be posed-that regardless of whether one favours qualitative or
quantitative research, there is a strong and essential common ground between the two.’
(Yin, 1994, p.14-15)
For the purposes of this study a pragmatic approach was adopted and in practice the
following features were added to the framework to aid the process of categorisation:

Common
Features

Exploratory / Intrinsic /
Classic Case

Explanatory /
Instrumental

Collective/ Multiple Case

Individual

Experimental

Descriptive

Designed to ‘test’ or
demonstrate theory

Multiple or comparative
(pairs)

Illustrative
Teaching related

Often practical project
based

‘Case’ history

Experimental as well as
illustrative
Can be practical project
based or analysis of a
number of ‘case histories’

Table 6. Common features of design case studies

FINDINGS
It was originally intended that each Journal would be categorised in turn before we turn
our attention to the analysis of the findings. However due to the length of time taken to
interpret the methodology used in these articles and problems with the limited search
facilities on the MIT (publisher of Design Issues) and Swetswise online e-journal sites,
1 Miles and Huberman (1994, p.2) suggest that the phenomenological researcher does not seek to
explicate methodological approaches that explicate an unambiguous ‘social reality’ because it does
not exist.
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which did not facilitate the downloading of such a large amount of search data, it was
decided to concentrate on Design Studies as the leading design research journal as a
pilot – the intention being to continue the study with further dissemination in due course
as the analysis continues.
Figure 1 below provides an overview of the split between the three types of case study
indentified. There were twice as many Exploratory / Intrinsic case studies as Explanatory /
Instrumental (50 compared to 25) with more than a third of the total being Collective /
Multiple case studies.
Design Studies (Case Studies by Type)

50
45
40
35
30
25
20
15
10
5
0

121

Exploratory / Intrinsic /
Classic

Explanatory /
Instrumental

Collective/ Multiple Case

50

25

46

Figure 1. Design Studies by Case Study by Type

Each of the cases was then classified by subject type. This process was conducted using
an ‘emic’ approach as described by Spradley and McCurdy (1979) whereby the text was
used to describe the subject definition in as near to the authors’ own interpretation as
possible.
‘Emic descriptions of sound depended on discovering the native categories and
perceptions. In the same way, etic descriptions of behaviour, on the other hand, of sound or
anything else are based on categories created by the investigator, and are usually
employed to compare things cross-culturally.’
Spradley and McCurdy (1979, p.231)
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The chart below shows the results of this classification.

Case Studies by Subject
Graphic design

3

Contempory crafts / textiles

3

Design

4

Interactive / games design

5

Automotive / transport

6

Sustainable design

7

Engineering

17

Design management

19

Product design

25

Architecture / built environment

32
0

5

10

15

20

25

Figure 2. Case Studies by Subject

The findings indicate that there is a wide range of design disciplines covered but there is
a significant variation in the representation of ‘cases’. The ‘Architecture / built
environment’ and ‘Product design’ cases represent nearly half of the total number (57
combined out of 121) with only a few cases evident in areas such as ‘Contemporary
crafts /textiles’ and ‘Graphic Design’. It is worth noting that these findings seem
disproportionate to the number of students studying in design related students at
undergraduate level when one would expect areas such as Fashion and Graphic Design
(largest by volume) to be much better represented.
Case studies by theme, indicative of fields of inquiry in design research, are now
presented below.
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Case Studies by Theme
Service design

2

Problem solving

5
2

Philosophy

8

Pedogogic research
Participatory / User-centred design

10

New product development (NPD)

11
7

Methodology
Experiential knowledge / cognition

10

Design strategy

17

Design history

4
1

Design ethics
Design audit / policy

8

Decision making

7

Concept development

13
16

Computer Aided Design / Manufacture (CAD/CAM)
0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

Figure 3. Case Studies by Theme

As with the subject coverage, whilst there is a wide ranging breadth of areas represented
there are some significant areas associated with innovation, such as ‘NPD’, ‘Design
Strategy’ and ‘Concept Development’ alongside the processes associated with integrated
rapid-manufacturing practice through ‘CAD / CAM’. To some extent, this reflects the
growing social and political interest in national innovation systems and the role of
research in furthering economic development. It is also interesting to note some emerging
trends with a growing number of cases in the burgeoning field of ‘Experiential knowledge
/ cognition’.

ISSUES OF RIGOR AND VALIDITY
In this next section we will explore some of the issues raised by these findings.
Breslin and Buchanan (2008) suggest that case studies have the potential to play an
important role in understanding and developing theory from practice.
‘the core principles of the discipline are taught through practice, and are presented as
part of a solution for a specific problem. For this reason, the learning from one project may
not survive in the transition to other projects and problems…As a result, design case
studies have a more difficult, two part job of establishing theory and, at the same time,
creating or recreating a bridge back to the practical...But there is a further opportunity in
design case studies, the opportunity to begin talking about theory as theory instead of
merely a practical application of wisdom and rules-of-thumb.’
(Breslin and Buchanan, 2008, p.39)

Conference Proceedings

1639

Seymour ROWORTH-STOKES

If design case studies are to be used to further the development of theory and design
education it follows that the cases should demonstrate a sound basis for empirical
evidence to illustrate practice. We found several very good examples of Yin’s (1993)
‘Exploratory/Intrinsic’, ‘Experimental/Instrumental’ and Multiple cases. Lehoux, Hivon,
Williams-Jones and Urbach’s (2011) multiple case study provides a detailed analysis of
strategies for collaborative and multidisciplinary New Product Development (NPD)
resulting in the design of three innovative medical products. The ‘world view’ of eight
design participants is evaluated with interviews conducted throughout the design process.
Each ‘case’ is analysed in turn before common characteristics and attributes are
identified and associated with the stakeholder responsibilities, knowledge and motivations.
Bertola and Teixeira’s (2003) analysis of 30 design case studies provides a detailed
insight into the role design plays as a strategic competence for innovation in New Product
Development. To do a comparative evaluation the study selected half the cases which
were oriented towards international organisations operating in complex technologies, with
the remainder being the local markets developing products utilising mature technologies.
The selection of the cases and analysis of documentary evidence along with designers’
own narratives allowed the capacity and influence of design on innovation to be
established with common conditions.
Volker, Lauche, Heintz and Hans de Jonge’s (2008) ‘Experimental/Intrinsic’ case of the
design of a public building highlights the inherent and irrational aspects of stakeholders’
emotional response to perceived building and architectural quality against a seemingly
rational and systematic decision making framework.
Lastly, Yeomans’ (1984) illustrative ‘classic’ case history describes the unique and
innovative architectural features of the eighteenth century roof at Lincoln Cathedral
designed by James Essex. The case study is used to understand the structure of an
unusually large roof span and the conceptual and structural characteristics associated
with it to inform a ‘natural history’ of design.
Interestingly, only four articles in total were identified which sought to explain or
demonstrate a design problem or product failure such as Busby (2001) who investigated
problems with the planning and design of a agricultural plant and Petroski (1989) who
sought to explore common design engineering failures in bridges.
However, aside from such examples, several common issues became evident which are
problematic in the context of deriving theory from case studies. In summary these can be
described as:
variations in language and lack of specificity in terms used – the term ‘case study’ being
used within the title, abstract or keywords with different use of terms throughout the
article such as ‘illustrative case/s’, ‘design case/s’ and/or a ‘case histories’
process or method of case selection not described or justified
methodology being ill-defined or in many instances non-existent e.g. the phrase ‘case
study’ is used as a descriptive label for a project located in a particular context but without
reference to case study method
lack of information to describe the processes used to derive theory e.g. no audit trail to
explain a conceptual ‘leap’
ontological issues associated with the method are not discussed or understood when
diametrically opposing philosophical approaches are combined e.g. inductive and
deductive techniques and phenomenological and positivistic views of the world and how
we experience it
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inability to explain the limitations of the ‘case’ for future scholarly research – for example
the difficulty of transferability and/or generalisability of findings to other situations.
In short, problems with the context, research design and/or process of theory construction
was evident in the vast majority of design case studies. Therefore the next section will
return to the issue of theory construction in case study research and implications for
design research.

ISSUES IN DEVELOPING DESIGN CASE STUDIES
As Yin (ibid) summaries:
‘The case study relies on many of the same techniques as a history, but it adds two sources
of evidence not usually included in the historian’s repertoire: direct observation and
systematic interviewing. Again, although case studies and histories can overlap, case
study’s unique strength is its ability to deal with a full variety of evidence-documents,
artefacts, interviews, and observations - beyond what might be available in the
conventional historical study.’
(Yin, 1994, p.8)
This study has reinforced the need for design researchers to collate and interrogate
contextual data surrounding the description of cases on two levels; within the external
operating environment to describe the social, cultural and economic factors in play during
the period of inquiry and the internal environment concerned with the resource,
operational constraints and human perspectives involved. Ideally the researcher would
view at close quarters the relationship between the two, in order to identify the nuances of
social phenomena surrounding documentary reports or respondents own recollection of
events.
Miles and Huberman (1984 and 1994) have focused on methods to ‘bound’ the cases
selected and techniques to process qualitative data within them but Chetty (1996) and
Eisenhardt (1989) have gone further to provide a procedural description of theory building
from case study research, drawing upon previous work (including: Miles and Huberman,
1984; Yin, 1984; Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Yet, unlike Eisenhardt (ibid), Chetty’s (ibid)
detailed description of the method employed in assessing export practice in small and
medium sized firms is not so much a framework as a specific methodological strategy for
the study itself. Therefore, Eisenhardt’s ‘roadmap’ described in her paper entitled Building
Theories from Case Study Research provides a useful mechanism from which to
construct a multiple case study research design; a framework from which to analyse each
case as a separate entity, compare and contrast across case, and yield patterns of
phenomena to build theory.

1 – Getting Started
Establishing the research aims and objectives
2 – Selecting Cases
Conducting an initial ‘trawl’ of prospective cases against criteria to identify a suitable
sample frame
3 – Crafting Instruments and Protocols
Drawing upon the literature to establish an interpretive set of themes from which to
guide appropriate research tools
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4 – Entering the Field
Gaining access and developing a research design to elicit appropriate data
5 – Analysing the Data
Ascribing meaning to data in a consistent and systematic way
6 – Shaping Hypothesis
Identification of patterns of causality across cases
7 – Enfolding the Literature
Reintegration of findings into existing literature to establish the contribution to
knowledge
8 – Reaching Closure
Justification, hypothesis testing and presentation of findings
Table 7. Stages within an integrated framework as suggested by Eisenhardt
(1989, p.536)

Building upon these studies the Socratic method is now used, drawing upon the classical
Greek form of inquiry based on questioning and answering, to provide a practical
checklist of issues researchers might want to consider in developing design research
case studies.

CHECKLIST TO EVALUATE DESIGN RESEARCH CASE STUDIES
Question: does the study provide a thorough review of the documentary
evidence surrounding the ‘case’ to establish the background, context and
history?
Question: what evidence is there to describe the interaction and influence of
people, environment (internal and external) and organisational culture on
the design, system or conceptual process being explored?
Question: in what way does the case represent any group or situation of
relevance to the wider research community?
Question: how and why have the cases been selected and what
implications does this have for the results/findings or theory generated?
Question: has the case study methodology been adequately described and
what are the ontological issues associated with the data collection methods
employed?
Question: has the evidence and data analysis maintained a clear audit trail
to give credibility to the evidence presented?
Question: have the cases been analysed to establish commonalities and
differences cross-case?
Question: what are the implications for policy and practice?
Table 8. Design Case Study Research Checklist
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CONCLUSIONS
There is growing interest in the quality and volume of design research in leading journals
as the influence and contribution of design as a discipline internationally has grown in
significance. Studies have sought to identify perceptions and determinants of quality
across the design research community (see Friedman et al., 2008, Gerda et al., 2011),
core themes in design research through conference contributions (Roworth-Stokes, 2011)
and analysis of citations of papers in the journal Design Studies (Chai and Xiao, 2012).
This paper has presented a systematic audit of design case studies in leading design
research journals with a detailed analysis of the type, subject and field of research
identified within the leading journal Design Studies since 1979.
The findings suggest there are significant variations in both subject coverage and
theoretical issues covered. This raises issues for design case studies in an educational
context. For example the volume of case studies (roughly 8.5% of the total articles
reviewed) relative to discipline in areas such as Fashion and Graphic Design (0 and 3
reported respectively out of 121) does not represent the undergraduate population
(largest out of all creative arts subjects). Further research should be undertaken to
categorise design case studies within the other three leading journals but these results
imply that Breslin and Buchanan’s (2008) call for case studies to bridge the gap between
the development of theory and practice in design education may still be work in progress.
In addition, multiple descriptions and interpretations of the term ‘case study’ exist within
the majority of these studies raises issues of the generalisability of findings and
furthermore the process of generating theory to inform teaching and practice. The
checklist is offered as a practical approach to evaluate the rigor and validity of such
studies using the method; ensuring good stories are indeed based on sound empirical
evidence.
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